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ABSTRACT
DANIELLE THORNTON:“What strange creatures brothers are!”: An Exploration of
Sibling and Pseudo-Sibling Relationships in Jane Austen’s Novels
(Under the direction of Ronald Schroeder)

In this thesis, I compare true sibling relationships with pseudo-sibling
relationships in Jane Austen’s novels. I detail why siblings who become friends are
generally more successful than friends who attempt to become siblings. With real siblings
such as the Bennet sisters, the Dashwood sisters, and Fanny and William Price, there is
already a familial obligation that allows them to transform their relationship into
something deeper and more meaningful. In the cases of pseudo-siblings such as Catherine
Morland and Isabella Thorpe, Emma Woodhouse and Harriet Smith, Fanny Price and
Edmund Bertram, and Emma Woodhouse and Mr. Knightley, the transformation from
friends to siblings is not quite as smooth. With the young women’s pseudo-sister
relationships, they do not always look out for one another’s best interests, as the Bennet
sisters and the Dashwood sisters do. The feigned brother and sister pairs, however, allow
their sibling-like relationships to evolve into romantic love, causing something akin to
emotional incest.
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Introduction

For over a century scholars have closely studied the familial relationships in Jane
Austen’s novels. One of the most significant reasons readers and critics have and always
will find her novels so fascinating is that she takes everyday situations in normal
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English families, and she makes them shine with
detail and honest simplicity. Jane Austen scholar and author ofA Jane Austen Education:
How Six Novels Taught Me About Love, Friendship, and the Things that Really Matter,
William Deresiewicz explains her method in a discovery he made about the substance of
her work: “Austen... had not been writing about everyday things because she couldn t
think of anything else to talk about. She had been writing about them because she wanted
to show how important they really are”(12). Frivolous though they may sometimes

seem.

Austen’s novels deal with everyday sort ofinteractions, the kind of interactions and
situations that most people are (or would have been)familiar with. One feature that
makes this method so successful is that Austen embodies in her characters specific
personalities that repeat themselves in some way throughout all of her novels. There

are

over-bearing mothers or aunts like Mrs. Bennet and Mrs. Norris, opinionated and witty
young girls like Emma Woodhouse and Elizabeth Bennet, naive and quiet girls like Jane
Bennet and Fanny Price, and detached and distant fathers like Mr. Bennet and Sir
Thomas Bertram; the list could go on and on. The way that these characters interact with
one another differs from novel to novel, but there are always relating circumstances that
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interconnect throughout her works. The family was the hub ofimportance in Jane
Austen’s non-fiction world, and this significance translates effortlessly onto the pages of
her fiction.
Family was important to Austen because she had excellent relationships with her
siblings, and in particular, a very close relationship with her sister Cassandra, who was
three years her senior. Deirdre le Faye, author ofJane Austen^ mentions,“The story of
Jane’s life must be reconstructed from elements of her personal knowledge which can be
identified through close study of her novels, and some surviving letters from her(about
160, most of which are to her sister Cassandra)...”(9). It is evident from their frequent
correspondence that their relationship was a priority of their lives. Le Faye supports this
thought by relating, “her sisterly companionship with Cassandra was so close that even
years after Jane’s death Cassandra still spoke of her with ‘an accent of living love in her
voice

(11). '"'‘Living love” brings up a powerful image of true sisterhood, an image that

will be revisited in the relationships of Jane and Elizabeth Bennet and Elinor and
Marianne Dashwood. Janet Todd, author of The Cambridge Introduction to Jane Austen,
fc

adds to the loving image by relating the Austen sisters’ great niece’s words,

they were

wedded to each other by the resemblance of their circumstances, and in truth there was an
exclusiveness in their love such as only exists between husband and wife’ ”(4).
Jane Austen also had good relationships with her two older brothers, Henry and
James; in fact, they are largely responsible for her success as an author. Maggie Lane, in
her article “Brothers of the More Famous Jane: The Literary Aspirations, Achievements,
and Influence of James and Henry Austen,” concludes,“the fact of[Austen’s] brothers
being published authors must have had its inspirational effect on the teenaged Jane -
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showing what might be done, bringing exciting talk of the professional world of letters
into the home...”(17). Once Austen began to write novels, Henry became her manager of
sorts. Lane suggests,“The appearance of Jane Austen’s first novel owed everything, in
my opinion, to the force of Henry’s confidence and calculations as well as to his cash and
his contacts”(19). Henry’s financial guidance and protection of his sister are reminiscent
of the model brother figure character found in the majority of Austen’s works. Also
contributing his part to the role of Jane’s protector, James was an integral part of Jane’s
home education, and he “encouraged and guided her studies”(Le Faye 25-26). The idea
of the brother figure who provides education to the sister is replicated in Mansfield Park
with Edmund Bertram. While it does not appear from what we know that Austen was as
close to her brothers as Fanny Price is to William, we know that she certainly valued their
opinions and respected them.
Of course, not everyone in Austen’s novels is lucky enough to have such ideal
sibling relationships. At this point the pseudo-sibling dynamic necessarily emerges in
Austen’s works. When I discuss “pseudo-siblings,” I am referring to feigned sibling
relationships between friends or cousins. These pseudo-sibling relationships seem to have
been created when young people either did not have a sibling or when they did not have a
close sibling relationship. In Austen’s time period, sibling relationships were valued
greatly, and siblings were often brothers’ and sisters’ first and closest friends. Austen
scholar Maggie Lane, author ofJane Austen *s England^ explains,“The England of that
period was lightly populated and predominantly rural. At the time of the first census in
1801, when Jane Austen was a young adult, England was inhabited by fewer than nine
million people”(18). Because England was “predominantly rural,” most families would
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have been somewhat spread apart from one another. This is evident in the novels, as even
a short distance could impair families from seeing one another for months at a time, such
as the sixteen-mile gap between Hartfield and London in Emma. Therefore, it is
understandable that individuals without a strong sibling presence would want to
somehow create one, and this is where problems and complications often arise.
I will explore the notion that the creation of pseudo-sibling relationships, in an
attempt to achieve what some of Austen’s real sibling relationships actually have, does
not often succeed. When I say that they do not succeed, I do not wish to give the
impression that they all fail; on the contrary, some of them evolve into a new type of
relationship. The ones that do fail, however, are better offfor doing so.
For the purpose of this thesis, I would like to detail why actual sibling
relationships can easily grow into real fnendships, and why friends have more trouble
developing a sibling relationship. 1 will begin by explaining why the relationships of the
Bennet sisters and the Dashwood sisters successfully convert from mere siblings to close
friends, and I will then contrast the sisters with the pseudo-sibling relationships of
Catherine Morland and Isabella Thorpe, as well as Emma Woodhouse and Harriet Smith.
I will explain why the reversal of the sibling-friend dynamic, in going from simply
friends to sisters, is not a successful undertaking for either of the previously mentioned
pairs, but 1 will also clarify why the sister-ships cannot continue. In the same line of
reasoning, I will explain why Fanny and William Price are able to become friends in their
sibling relationship. On the other hand, Fanny Price and Edmund Bertram, as well as
Emma Woodhouse and Mr. Knightley, are unable to develop and maintain a real sibling
relationship from their friendships. Instead, their relationships evolve into something
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different. By attempting a sibling relationship and falling in love, they commit a manner
of emotional incest. Their relationships necessarily change into something different and
healthier for them both.
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CHAPTER I: Sisters as Friends

The sisters who have the most successful relationships in Austen’s novels are Jane
and Elizabeth Bennet, and Elinor and Marianne Dashwood. In many ways they seem to
be modeled after Austen’s own relationship with her sister Cassandra. I have chosen to
explore these relationships first because they set the bar in excellence for the pseudo
siblings. Both of these sister-friendships work well together, and they each have different
dynamics that help them succeed. In both cases, the fact that the girls are sisters first
allows them to move easily into friendship because they have familial obligations to one
another. As we will see, although Elinor and Marianne in Sense and Sensibility have
more difficulty in transforming their sisterhood into a fnendship, they eventually reach
the level that Jane and Elizabeth seem to be on throughout all ofPride and Prejudice.

The Bennet Sisters
As the two eldest offive sisters, Jane and Elizabeth share the responsibility of
setting good examples for their younger sisters. They consult one another with problems,
give advice to one another, and comfort each other when they are upset. They are not
only sisters, but they are best fnends. This hybrid relationship that they develop works
because, as sisters, they already have a responsibility to one another. Their friendship
grows from this obligation, and as Victor G. Cicirelli, author of Sibling Relationships
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Across the Lifespan, observes,“there are many parallels between siblings and friends that
suggest that close sibling relationships serve as friendships in later life”(57-8). This
claim is shown to be true of Jane and Elizabeth. The fact that the two have such a
connection is reinforced in “Sisterly Chat” by John Mullan in his observation that “In
Pride and Prejudice we are given twelve private conversations between Elizabeth and
Jane. Their retreat into each other’s company is a recurrent feature of the novel”(66).
This type of bond will prove to be desirable to girls in other Austen novels who do not
have a sisterly influence, but attempting to go from friend to sister will prove to be much
more difficult than to go from sister to friend.
The most important component of Jane and Elizabeth’s friendship is that they are
always available for one another, even if it is just to gossip about a young man whom
they like. At the beginning of Chapter Four ofPride and Prejudice, Jane and Elizabeth
discuss Mr. Bingley. As the two eldest sisters, Jane and Elizabeth share a room. Luckily
for them, this space enables them to have a place where they can be both sisters and
friends. Mullan explains the importance of this privacy:
In their shared room, unhampered talk is natural. Jane tells Elizabeth
everything... Shut away together from the rest of their family, the two sisters

can

talk to each other quite explicitly of the prospect of Jane becoming Mr. Bingley s
wife.(61)
Jane expresses her interest in Bingley by saying that “He is just what a young man ought
to be..

Miss Bennet is humble, and she seems surprised that Mr. Bingley wished for a

second dance with her. She claims,“1 did not expect such a compliment,” and Elizabeth
replies in true sister-friend fashion:
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Did not you? / did for you. But that is one great difference between us.
Compliments always takeyow by surprise, and me never. What could be more
natural than his asking you again? He could not help seeing that you were about
five times as pretty as every other woman in the room. No thanks to his gallantry
for that. Well, he is certainly very agreeable, and I give you leave to like him.
{Pride and Prejudice 16)
This comment by Elizabeth initially reveals at least two things: Elizabeth’s high view of
her sister, and their need for one another’s approval; and it also points out another
important factor that allows their friendship to work. While they have some similar
views, the two are not exactly alike. They are able to bounce ideas off of each other, and
thereby give better advice.
Jane and Elizabeth’s different personalities are crucial to their relationship, for the
difference allows them to participate in intelligent discourse. The relationship between
Kitty and Lydia, by contrast, demonstrates the polar opposite of the relationship between
their eldest two sisters. The two youngest Bennet girls are almost exact replicas of one
another, and they only concern themselves with trivial matters such as soldiers and
fashion. Austen expands,“[Kitty’s and Lydia’s] minds were more vacant than their
sisters’, and when nothing better offered, a walk to Meryton was necessary to amuse their
morning hours and furnish conversation for the evening”{P&P 29). While they appear
throughout the novel to be close to one another, theirs is a closeness that has no relation
to Jane and Elizabeth’s, as it is based on superficial and shallow matters. Mary Bennet,
on the other hand,“had neither genius nor taste; and though vanity had given her
application, it had given her likewise a pedantic air and conceited manner”(26). She is
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not available for any of her sisters, being concerned only with her own pompous thoughts
and reading books.
Being available for one another is not something that the eldest Bennet girls take
lightly. After hearing that Jane, who is visiting the Bingley family, is sick, Elizabeth
insists upon going three miles to see her. Austen writes, “Elizabeth, feeling really
anxious, was determined to go to her, though the carriage was not to be had; and as she
was no horsewoman, walking was her only alternative. She declared her resolution”
{P<ScP 33). Elizabeth cannot be calm until she is by Jane’s side. In this instance, Elizabeth
takes on a role that should be played by Mrs. Bennet. We will see this reversal of roles
again in Austen’s other successful sister-ship, Elinor and Marianne Dashwood.
While Elizabeth is always available for Jane, Jane is Elizabeth’s rock. Elizabeth’s
close friend, Charlotte Lucas, has accepted the marriage proposal that Elizabeth just
turned down. Feeling betrayed,“Elizabeth felt persuaded that no real confidence could
ever subsist between them again. Her disappointment in Charlotte made her turn with
fonder regard to her sister, of whose rectitude and delicacy she was sure her opinion
could never be shaken...”(127-28). The image we are given here of Elizabeth’s thoughts
helps to confirm the cliche, “Friends come and go, but sisters last forever.” Interestingly
enough, that idea is a key as to why other girls of Austen’s novels experience sister-ships
that fizzle out.
The desire to be with Jane when she is ill conveys to readers a sense that the girls
are also each other’s protectors, a notion that in turn brings up the question - why? Their
parents should be filling that role for them, but in the Bennet family, that is not the case.
In fact, Mrs. Bennet basically does the opposite of protecting her daughters. Austen puts
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it bluntly, “The business of her life was to get her daughters married”{P&P 7). This
being so, Mrs. Bennet does not always make decisions that are in the girls’ best interests.
Upon Jane’s leaving to dine with the Bingleys, Mrs. Bennet “attended her to the door
with many cheerful prognostics of a bad day. Her hopes were answered; Jane had not
been gone long before it rained hard. Her sisters were uneasy for her, but her mother was
delighted”(32). Her desire for Jane to develop relationships with the Bingleys(and
quickly marry into a wealthy family) is more important than her motherly responsibility,
and as Mr. Bennet sarcastically points out, “if your daughter should have a dangerous fit
of illness, if she should die, it would be a comfort to know that it was all in pursuit of Mr.
Bingley, and under your orders”(32). Since Mrs. Bennet is so concerned with her
daughters’ social stams, it would make sense that she present herself in a becoming and
civil manner when in the company of potential suitors’ families. She exhibits quite the
contrary, however, for she often blurts out embarrassing things in front of her daughters
and their company. Adding to her list offaults, Mrs. Bennet harshly judges her daughters
and favors Jane and Lydia over the others for their superior marriageable qualities. In her
scolding of Mr. Bennet for his favoritism, she exhibits her own: “Lizzy is not a bit better
than the others; and I am sure she is not half so handsome as Jane, nor half so goodhumoured as Lydia. But you are always giving her the preference”(6). This italicization
of“her” in reference to Elizabeth speaks volumes of Mrs. Bennet’s attitude. The tone she
conveys here is that of contempt for her own daughter, and this is supported later in the
novel as Austen finds it important to point out that “Elizabeth was the least dear to her of
all her children”(103).
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Mrs. Bennet’s childish behavior, combined with Mr. Bennet’s perpetual lack of
interest in his daughters’ lives, does not create a very nurturing environment for the girls.
While Mr. Bennet is certainly less concerned with marrying off his daughters, he too has
his faults. He favors Elizabeth, but this alone would not be a serious flaw if he did not
devalue the others in his favoring her, much as Mrs. Bennet does. Mr. Bennet explains,
“They have none of them much to recommend them... they are all silly and ignorant like
other girls; but Lizzy has something more of quickness than her sisters”{P&P 7). With
this nonchalant and negative attitude, it is no wonder that the girls turn to one another for
comfort and advice.
In contrast with Mrs. Bennet, Jane and Elizabeth have one another’s best interest
at heart, a mutual regard that the sister-ships I will mention later lack. In fact, Elizabeth’s
distaste for the Bingley sisters is momentarily displaced when “she saw how much
affection and solicitude they showed for Jane”(34). Jane, being very naive and sweet,
cannot imagine that anyone would do wrong towards her. This naivete is evident when
she receives a letter from Miss Bingley, stating that her brother, Mr. Bingley, is forming
an attachment with Georgiana Darcy, and Jane believes her. Elizabeth, however, senses
the duplicity in this message and wants to make sure Jane understands what is really
going on:
Miss Bingley sees that her brother is in love with you, and wants him to marry
Miss Darcy. She follows him to town in the hope of keeping him there, and tries
to persuade you that he does not care about you.(118)
By contrast, Jane thinks that “[Miss Bingley] is incapable of willfully deceiving any one
(119). With this sort of misinformed attitude about others, it is very fortunate for Jane
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that she has Elizabeth to explain reality for her. Elizabeth obviously feels strongly about
this sisterly responsibility, for Austen explains,“She represented to her sister, as forcibly
as possible, what she felt on the subject, and had soon the pleasure of seeing its happy
effect”(120). Best friends tell each other the truth about situations, regardless of how the
information may affect the other’s view of the world. Jane and Elizabeth do not fake their
concern - they truly want the best for each other.
Throughout the novel, it is evident that Jane is the less aggressive of the two elder
Bennet sisters. When it comes to Elizabeth, however, Jane will exert herself to ensure
that her sister is happy. Upon hearing of her sister’s engagement to Mr. Darcy, Jane is
shocked. She immediately interjects, “This cannot be! Engaged to Mr. Darcy! No, no,
you shall not deceive me: I know it to be impossible”{P&P 360). Elizabeth proceeds to
explain that she really does love him, but Jane still has her reservations. She questions her
sister,“My dear, dear Lizzy, I would, I do congratulate you; but are you certain? Forgive
the question - are you quite certain that you can be happy with him?”(361). In a
friendship that is not as genuine, a girl might have told the other how happy she was for
her without thinking it through. The typical view, especially within the minds of
characters like Lydia Bennet, her mother, and Charlotte Lucas, is that marriage to
someone miserable is better than being an old maid. Lydia voices this claim by saying
earlier in the novel, “I was in great hopes that one of you would have got a husband
before you came back. Jane will be quite an old maid soon, I declare...”(216). Lydia’s
frank remark supports the idea that Jane and Elizabeth’s relationship is quite different
from most of their time.
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Although they may disagree about some things, like the innocence of Miss
Bingley and the impropriety of Mr. Darcy, Jane and Elizabeth’s friendship does not
falter. Mullan relates:
The sisters are constantly looking for opportunities to be alone together. Jane is
Elizabeth’s “willing listener”(227), even if their conversations commonly stage
the clash between Elizabeth’s candor (in our sense of unsentimental truth telling)
and Jane’s “candour”(in Austen’s sense of thinking the best of people).(66)
The distinction that Mullan draws here between “candor” and “candour” leads to a deeper
distinction between the sisters. They embody these two words, a distinction which helps
to explain why they are such compatible friends. Elizabeth’s frank honesty and wit mesh
perfectly with Jane’s fairness and hopefulness. They are allowed by one another to
disagree, and that is the foundation of their solid attachment; a foundation that is obtained
by birth and therefore one that cannot be easily copied by other Austen heroines.

The Dashwood Sisters
The sisterly relationship between Elinor and Marianne Dashwood is successful in
a different way from that of Jane and Elizabeth. The two are friends, but they are not
really best friends; in fact, they disagree quite often. However, they share a special bond
beyond that of friend and sister that is also desirable: Elinor often acts as a surrogate
mother for Marianne. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, young women were not
always under the direct influence of their mothers, as they might go off to boarding
school or to stay with friends or other family for months at a time. Such is the case with
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the elder two Dashwood sisters when they travel to London with Mrs. Jennings.
Raymond F. Hilliard, author of Ritual Violence and the Maternal in the British Novel
1740-1820, explains the role that Elinor takes on:
Though Elinor at nineteen is an adolescent herself, she serves throughout Sense
and Sensibility as “the counselor of her own mother” and as a maturing influence
on Marianne, an exemplar of prudence, self-restraint, selfless concern for others,
clear-eyed realism, and so on.(197)
Elinor’s maternal influence on her sister will prove to provide a richness to their
relationship that is unique among Austen’s other heroines.
To introduce Elinor and Marianne’s relationship, Austen presents readers with a
sisterly debate. They are discussing Edward Ferrars, the object of Elinor’s affection.
Elinor, interested in her sister’s opinion, says,“I know him so well, that I think him really
handsome; or, at least, almost so. What say you, Marianne?” {Sense and Sensibility 17).
This question is reminiscent of Jane and Elizabeth’s relationship - they would like each
other’s approval. But unlike Jane and Elizabeth, Elinor and Marianne do not always come
to a pleasant conclusion. Marianne replies, “I shall very soon think him handsome,
Elinor, if 1 do not now. When you tell me to love him as a brother, I shall no more see
imperfection in his face...”(17). Elinor is not satisfied with this response, as it suggests a
closer intimacy than is actually yet in existence, for “Edward stood very high in her
opinion. She felt the regard to be mutual; but she required greater certainty of it to make
Marianne’s conviction of their attachment agreeable to her”(18). Elinor does not want
Marianne to be misled into thinking that she is engaged, so “she tried to explain the real
state of the case to her sister”(18). This gesture introduces Elinor’s teacher-like influence
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over Marianne, but the action could also be considered friendly. Fortunately for
Marianne, Elinor successfully negotiates a balance oflove and control in her maternal
influence. Much like a disobedient child, Marianne “burst forth with indignation” at
Elinor’s claim that she “greatly esteem[s]” Edward. However, instead ofreprimanding
her younger sister, “Elinor could not help laughing,” and said calmly and with Elizabeth
Bennet-like wit, “be assured that I meant no offence to you, by speaking, in so quiet a
way, of my own feelings”(18).
Shortly after their arrival in London, the two sisters attend a ball at which
Marianne’s lover, Willoughby, happens to be present. He treats Marianne distantly,
despite their recent history, and she casts herself into a fit of hysterical sadness over the
course of the next several days, immaturely claiming that “[hers] is a misery which
nothing can do away”{S&S 131). Elinor attempts to reprimand and comfort her by
saying,“You must not talk so, Marianne. Have you no comforts? no friends? Is your loss
such as leaves no opening for consolation? Much as you suffer now, think of what you
would have suffered if the discovery of his character had been delayed to a later
period... (132). She does not simply scold her as a Mrs. Norris or Mrs. Rennet type
character might do, but she offers a consolation - a hopeful way out of the problem.
Elinor’s biggest role as a mother figure to her sister comes when Marianne falls
ill. Marianne does not realize Elinor’s valuable contribution in this role at first, as she
thought that “the only possible alleviation of her wretchedness” was “the personal
sympathy of her mother”{S&S 151-52). These comments are interesting, because in fact,
Marianne does need a mother to “alleviate her wretchedness”; it just turns out not to be
the mother that she thinks it should be. Elinor does not lavish an extreme amount of
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sympathy on her, for that is not what Marianne needs at this point. She needs protection,
and even though staying in London would “militate against [Elinor’s] own happiness, it
would be better for Marianne,” and Marianne’s safety is what matters (152). Just as
children often do not understand the sacrifice and pains that their parents take to ensure
their happiness,“Marianne, though without knowing it herself, reaped all [the]
advantage” of Elinor’s “carefulness in guarding her fi*om ever hearing Willoughby’s
name mentioned”(152).
Just like Jane and Elizabeth, the foundation of Elinor and Marianne’s relationship
is that they are sisters first. When Elinor has to break the news to Marianne of why
Willoughby treated her so coldly, she does so as a loving sister, not as a maternal figure.
George E. Haggerty, author of Unnatural Affections: Women and Fiction in the Later 18^^
Centuty, contends that Elinor “offers her communication not as a lesson to Marianne, but
as a way of reaching out to her sister with the power of her own love. Sense and
sensibility are reworked in the union of the sisters...”(83). While Elinor relates this
information as a sister, she only chooses to do so at that moment because Marianne
shows her that she is prepared to survive the blow that this information will surely strike.
The culmination of the balance of Elinor’s sisterly love and maternal influence comes out
in a whirlwind speech of regret and apology by Marianne:
I considered the past; I saw in my own behavior since the beginning of our
acquaintance with [Willoughby] last autumn, nothing but a series of imprudence
towards myself, and a want of kindness to others... Had I died,- it would have
been self-destruction... in what peculiar misery should I have left you, my nurse,
my friend, my sister! - You, who had seen all the fretful selfishness of my latter
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days... How should I have lived in your remembrance!... I cannot express my
own abhorrence of myself... Your example was before me: but to what avail?
{S&S 244-45)
As Marianne points out, Elinor does set an example to be followed. Marianne
questions, though,“to what avail” was Elinor’s example, implying that she did not follow
her sister’s guidance. Marianne is wrong here because she obviously does eventually
change her attitude. The tone of this speech still shows Marianne speaking a bit
childishly, implying that her transformation is not fully complete yet. However, without
Elinor’s influence, Marianne may have had more trouble growing up; especially since
their mother seems to follow Marianne’s every whim and baby her, as is seen in her
opinion of Willoughby: “In Mrs. Dashwood’s estimation, he was as faultless as in
Marianne’s...”(38). Furthermore, in Mrs. Dashwood’s opinion, Marianne and
Willoughby’s excessively open fondness for one another “was but the natural
consequence of a strong affection in a young and ardent mind”(41). The connection here
with what a friend or silly sister’s attitude might be towards a charming young man such
as Willoughby is juxtaposed with Elinor’s protective and maternal attitude that “wished
that [their affection for one another] were less openly shewn”(41). Elinor thinks
critically, not approvingly, of Willoughby:
In hastily forming and giving his opinion of other people, in sacrificing general
politeness to the enjoyment of undivided attention where his heart was engaged,
and in slighting too easily the forms of worldly propriety,[Willoughby] displayed
a want of caution which Elinor could not approve, in spite of all that he and
Marianne could say in its support.(38)

17

Unlike Jane’s opinion of Darcy, Elinor’s take on Willoughby cannot be shaken. Granted,
of course, it is unfair to compare the misunderstood Darcy with the lying Willoughby, but
had Jane had the same maternal characteristics that Elinor possesses, she would not have
yielded to her sister’s wishes so quickly.
Marianne makes a disturbing claim that further pushes Mrs. Dashwood into the
light of a somewhat unfit mother. In the midst of being upset about Willoughby’s
rejection, Marianne pleads to Elinor, “I must go home. I must go and comfort mama.
Cannot we be gone to-morrow?”(135). The fact that Mrs. Dashwood would need to be
comforted over her daughter’s lost love in one sense makes her appear as more of a sister
to her daughter than a mother, but then in another sense it puts her on the level of Mrs.
Bennet, a level on which she has already claimed not to be: “Mr. Willoughby will [not]
be incommoded by the attempts of either of my daughters towards what you call catching
him. It is not an employment to which they have been brought up”(35). In contrast, Mrs.
Bennet wants nothing more than for her daughters to “catch” a good husband. Elinor is
obviously more stable, for Marianne actually asks her permission to go home when she
surely could have gone around her to complain to her mother. A part of Marianne
respects Elinor’s judgment, and this fact will be revealed later.
Elinor’s teaching is not in vain, because Marianne becomes a dramatically
different person at the close of the novel. The girl who once thought of second loves as
revolting is now not only married to someone who has loved before, but she has loved
before also. Marianne does not immaturely fall into a whirlwind of passion for this
marriage, but she marries someone whom she can trust and on whom she can depend. No
matter what we think of her marriage to someone with whom she has wanted nothing to
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do for almost the entirety of a novel, and even if the marriage may not be successful,
Marianne’s marriage to Colonel Brandon does show her emotional growth and
maturation, for she puts someone else’s needs before hers. Austen writes,“Marianne
found her own happiness in forming [Colonel Brandon’s]”(5cfi:5268). Further explaining
how Elinor’s mother figure status is confirmed by Marianne’s transformation throughout
the novel, Hilliard writes:
Marianne, by eventually adopting her sister’s view of her earlier conduct with
Willoughby, of the value of self-control, moves toward the point where her sister
Elinor was, at the very beginning of the novel - emotionally separate from her
mother, more independent and mature.(202)
Now that Elinor has helped “emotionally separate” Marianne from her mother, the sisters
are free to enjoy and develop their sisterly bond. They go on a journey throughout the
novel, and the close of this journey takes them to the place where Jane and Elizabeth
Bennet begin in Pride and Prejudice. After introducing Elinor and Marianne’s
relationship to us with a debate, now Austen closes their relationship with the promise of
peace: “though sisters, and living almost within sight of each other, they could live
without disagreement between themselves”(269). Ruth Perry, author of Novel Relations:
The Transformation ofKinship in English Literature and Culture 1748-1818, claims that
“Marianne and Elinor Dashwood in Sense and Sensibility share a powerful friendship as real and deep as the sisterhood among Isabella Thorpe and her sisters in Northanger
Abbey is shallow and opportunistic”(119). Now that Elinor has provided the motherly
instruction that Marianne needed, the two sisters can be just that- sisters, in the true best
friend Jane Austen meaning of the word.

19

CHAPTER II: Friends as Sisters

Where the Bennet sisters and the Dashwood sisters succeed in enriching their
relationships, Catherine Morland and Isabella Thorpe, and Emma Woodhouse and Harriet
Smith do not. They attempt to reverse the dynamic - to go from being friends to sisters,
not sisters to friends - and that is where complications arise. In both pairs, one girl
(Isabella and Emma)does not truly have the other’s best interests at heart. While they
differ in their treatment of their friends, neither relationship lasts because they do not
approach them in the correct way. As it turns out, the demise of the friendships produces
better outcomes than what would have happened if the two pairs continued to try to make
their relationships something they are not.

Catherine and Isabella
Catherine Morland comes from a large family. She has nine siblings, and Austen
reports that she has an “intimate friend and confidante” in her younger sister, Sally
(Northanger Abbey 20). Catherine obviously has no shortage of siblings, but when she
ventures to Bath, Sally “neither insisted on Catherine’s writing by every post, nor exacted
her promise of transmitting the character of every new acquaintance...”(20). Just as this
quotation makes it seem that Sally is going to forget their companionship, it is easy to
forget that Catherine even has a sister such as Sally because Catherine appears to be
vulnerable and lonely at the beginning of her vacation. Unfamiliar with society outside
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Fullerton, she needs someone to guide her into the new social world that she encoimters
in Bath and to become a new “intimate friend and confidante,” perhaps even a new sister.
Isabella Thorpe becomes the self-appointed filler of that role to Catherine. Unlike
Catherine, Isabella knows the ins and outs of society. As soon as Catherine and Isabella
meet, it appears that Isabella will take Catherine under her wing to become her new
sister. Isabella’s two younger sisters pretend “to be as handsome as [her], imitating her
air, and dressing in the same style”(33); Isabella perhaps hopes Catherine will do the
same and thus draw more attention and admiration to herself. Although Isabella has
biological sisters, she does not seem to be very close to them, as she confirms in her
announcement to Catherine of her impending marriage to James:“You will be so
infinitely dearer to me, my Catherine, than either Anne or Maria: I feel that I shall be so
much more attached to my dear Morland’s family than to my own”(113). Upon their first
meeting, Isabella immediately wants Catherine for herself. Indeed, Isabella selfishly
wants Catherine to become her new sister more than Isabella wants to be Catherine’s
sister. In Isabella’s relationships, everything is fast and possessive. When she first meets
Catherine, Isabella claims that they are “already fnends, through the friendship of their
brothers”(32). This kindness, at first simply appealing to Catherine, before long becomes
intoxicating for Catherine.
Catherine and Isabella’s pseudo-sistership is important because of the ways
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which it fails to reach the status of true sisterhood. As we have seen in the previous
chapter, sisters who become friends, like Jane and Elizabeth, do so easily because of their
lifelong companionship and general obligation to one another as relatives. In the case of
Catherine and Isabella, Austen shows that reversing the order, that is, friends’ attempting
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to become sisters, does not work quite so easily. I would like to suggest that the young
women do not achieve authentic sister-ship because they approach their friendship in the
wrong way. This misdirection is obvious particularly in Isabella’s case, for she tries to
smother Catherine, all the while that she is dishonest and puts her own immature desire
for men ahead of true affection for Catherine. Catherine, on the other hand, wants true
companionship and sisterhood, and she is, for the majority of Northanger Abbey, naive
enough to believe that Isabella can provide her with that bond. Ultimately, Isabella wants
to transform Catherine into something that she is not-something that the Bennet sisters
and the Dashwood sisters would never do.
What brings these girls together at first is their need for one another. Catherine is
alone in a new world, and Isabella needs a new protege -someone to use as a foil to set
herself off and as a way to get closer to James Morland. Isabella does not understand how
to forge a true friendship, however, even one that she is faking, because she is overzealous and insinuates herself into Catherine’s confidence too quickly:
The progress of the friendship between Catherine and Isabella was quick as its
beginning had been warm, and they passed so rapidly through every gradation of
increasing tenderness, that there was shortly no fresh proof of it, to be given to
their friends or themselves.(35-36)
The word “rapidly” gives this passage an interestingly rough or rushed linguistic register,
intimating that this friendship will not be successful. Passages about budding friendships
normally leave pleasing impressions in the reader’s mind; for example, with the
friendship of Emma Woodhouse and Miss Taylor, Austen’s description produces a heart
warming quality:
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[Miss Taylor] had been a friend and companion such as few possessed, intelligent,
well-informed, useful, gentle, knowing all the ways of the family, interested in all
its concerns, and peculiarly interested in herself[i.e. Emma],in every pleasure,
every scheme of her’s; - one to whom she could speak every thought as it arose,
and who had such an affection for her as could never find fault.{Emma 8)
This passage about Emma and Miss Taylor sets up for the rest ofthe novel what great
friends they will continue to be. The passage about Isabella and Catherine, on the other
hand, foreshadows the failure of their friendship. If they proceed “through every
gradation of increasing tenderness” so quickly, where will they have left to go once they
reach the top? Also, the fact that they have “no fresh proof of it” speaks volumes as to
what they are too quickly becoming, almost as if they have nothing to show for their
friendship. Reaching the apex of their friendship too quickly leads Isabella to become
possessive of Catherine, because Isabella buys into the illusion that she really does have
control over Catherine, when they truly have not had enough time to form a real bond.
Once Catherine begins to spend time with the Tilney siblings, Isabella’s possessiveness
further pushes Catherine away to become more engrossed in these new friendships, thus
bringing to an end Catherine and Isabella’s sister-ship.
Describing Isabella’s control of Catherine, Miriam Rheingold Fuller, author of
44
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Let Me Go, Mr. Thorpe; Isabella, Do Not Hold Me!’: Northanger Abbey and the
Domestic Gothic,” explains that “Austen makes Catherine a prisoner”(97). This
observation is both literally and symbolically accurate. Near the beginning of their
friendship, Isabella exhibits signs of strange behavior towards Catherine, going so far as
to declare, “1 am determined at all events to be dressed exactly like you. The men take
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notice of that sometimes you know”{N.A. 41). This sentence reveals the entirety of
Isabella’s personality in just a few words. First of all, it shows Isabella to be the needy
one in their relationship, when it would seem more likely for the inexperienced Catherine
to be the needy one. The above quotation also sheds light on the odd fact that Isabella can
at the same time both need Catherine and be more interested in men than in her fiiend.
Her claim that she wants to dress like Catherine seems unusual, but she wishes so
primarily for the purpose of catching the attention of men.
From the beginning, Isabella is overbearing, and she relentlessly tries to secure
Catherine’s attachment to her as the pages of Northanger Abbey progress. “After an
acquaintance of eight or nine days,” she dramatically declares that if rain showers had
prevented her from seeing Catherine, she would have been “thrown into agonies”(38).
The over-dramatic and unconvincing quality of speech she uses here and elsewhere is
replicated in her actions as well. For example, Isabella abandons Catherine at a ball only
later to accuse Catherine of disappearing(51, 55). About this time, Catherine begins to be
wary of Isabella’s sincerity, for “she could not avoid a little suspicion at the total
suspension of all Isabella’s impatient desire to see Mr. Tilney”(56). That is, Isabella’s
verbal claims do not match up with her actions. She says one thing, and then often does
the complete opposite. Isabella’s life is a sort of contradiction, because she regularly
skirts around the truth and avoids her own responsibilities by creating endless excuses.
Catherine and her family, on the other hand,“were not in the habit... of telling lies to
increase their importance, or of asserting at one moment what they would contradict the
next”(64). Because of its duplicity, this behavior of Isabella’s cannot continue for long.
and she is eventually caught in all of her lies.
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Catherine wants very much to truly have a sister in Isabella. Isabella, on the other
hand, wants so much to make Catherine totally dependent on her with the illusion of a
sisterly relationship that she not only claims the heart of James Morland, but she attempts
to force her brother John upon Catherine. The increasing emotional possessiveness shown
by Isabella eventually escalates into a more manic type of attempt at physical control.
Isabella actually tries to restrain Catherine from going after Eleanor Tilney. As we have
seen of Catherine before, she does not know how, nor does she have the desire, to be
dishonest. Having once already skipped out on an appointment with the Tilneys,
Catherine ardently refuses to let it happen again because she cannot have Henry and
Eleanor thinking badly of her. In a moment ofintense physical drama not often seen in
Austen’s novels, “Isabella caught hold of one hand; Thorpe of the other; and
remonstrances poured in from all three... ‘Let me go, Mr. Thorpe; Isabella, do not hold
me

{N.A. 96). That moment in which Catherine breaks free from the physical grip of

Isabella and John Thorpe symbolizes her beginning to liberate herself from Isabella’s
mental imprisonment as well. At this point in the novel, a shift occurs- Catherine now
begins to spend most of her spare time with the Tilney siblings instead of the Thorpe
siblings. In fact, during one of her outings with the Tilneys,“no thought of Isabella or
James had crossed her during their walk”(109).
Catherine, although apparently free, is deterred by one last effort on Isabella’s
part to make Catherine her “sister.” Once Isabella tells Catherine that she is going to
marry her brother, the novelty of their sister-ship becomes once again a glamorous
possibility to Catherine. As Austen explains,“The two friends, with hearts now more
united than ever, were inseparable for the day; and in schemes of sisterly happiness the
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hours flew along”(115). This statement, in a way,sums up Catherine and Isabella’s
entire relationship. It expresses both happiness and sadness, in that it subtly conveys to
the reader that the young women’s mutual bliss will be short-lived -they were only
“inseparable for the day'" after all. “Schemes” is a key word as well, for it indicates the
triviality and immaturity of their friendship. It is sad because Catherine does want to be
Isabella’s sister, but Isabella is only interested in making herself look better. Their
relationship can never endure unless one of them is willing to change, but neither one
will.
Because she wants so much to have faith in Isabella, Catherine tries to ignore
Isabella’s flagrant flirtations with Frederick Tilney. Ultimately, however, Catherine
learns the painful truth. When she receives Isabella’s deceitful letter of explanation, for
once Catherine does not try to defend her former friend and would-be sister:
Such a strain of shallow artifice could not impose even upon Catherine. Its
inconsistencies, contradictions, and falsehood, struck her from the very first.
She was ashamed of Isabella, and ashamed of ever having loved her.
{N.A. 203-204)
It is only once Catherine is physically absent from Isabella’s presence that she can see
Isabella for who she really is. Isabella’s offense is so terrible that not only does it
disappoint Catherine, but also it causes her to look with disgusted eyes at the entirety of
their short-lived friendship. Isabella’s dishonesty and attempted imprisonment of
Catherine ultimately cause Isabella to be the imprisoned one. Early in their friendship
Isabella claims that because “There is nothing [she] would not do for those who are really
[her] friends,” and knowing that “men think [women]incapable of real friendship,” she is
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determined to shew them the difference”(39). It is comic how true this statement
actually is, because Isabella really does seem to be “incapable of real fnenship,” although
she would never admit it. Additionally, contrary to her claim, there is something that she
will not do for her dear friend Catherine; she will not tell her the truth about her
relationships with James Morland and Frederick Tilney. Joanne Cordon, author of
Speaking Up For Catherine Morland,” sums up Isabella’s misfortune: “In a prison of
language that she can neither penetrate nor escape, she ends the novel alone and unable to
speak at all”(49). Indeed a role reversal comes about at the demise ofthe girls’
friendship. Catherine starts as the lonely newcomer,shy and naive, but she ends up
surrounded by loved ones, including a lover and a friend who will eventually become a
sister. Isabella is first the popular socialite, surrounded with suitors and friends, but she
ends up being alone, with neither a fiance nor a dashing lover. Because she lacks
sincerity and regularly deceives Catherine, Isabella fails to achieve the sister-ship that she
appears so earnestly to try to obtain. In fact she does not truly want a sister; she only
wants a relationship that will flatter her own high opinion of herself

Emma and Harriet
In several ways, the relationship between Emma Woodhouse and Harriet Smith
resembles the relationship of Catherine Morland and Isabella Thorpe. Just as the
previously studied friend-sisters seem to need one another at first, Emma and Harriet
initially need one another as well. Emma has a sister who has married and moved away,
so the dominating sister presence in her life becomes her governess. Miss Taylor. She
proves to be more of a sister to Emma than her natural sister, Isabella Knightley; as
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Austen points out,“Between them [Emma and Miss Taylor] it was more the intimacy of
sisters” {Emma 7). In action preceding the novel. Miss Taylor becomes Mrs. Weston,
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and, as Ruth Perry explains in “Interrupted Friendships in Jane Austen’s Emma,

the

separation of these friends, because of Mrs. Weston’s marriage, leaves Emma in need of
companionship”(189). Since Emma is so close to Mrs. Weston, her moving out of
Emma’s home, no longer to be her daily companion, is traumatic for Emma:“The want
of Miss Taylor would be felt every hour of every day”(8), an absence which causes
Emma to seek entertainment elsewhere. I say traumatic, because Miss Taylor’s departure
necessarily affects Emma - she cannot go through her daily routine in the same manner
that she once could; consequently, she must find someone to fill part of the space that her
Miss Taylor once occupied.
Similarly, Harriet needs Emma. Or, more accurately, Harriet is fooled into
believing that she needs Emma. Emma,in an Isabella-like attempt to guide Harriet, takes
charge of her life. Eugene Goodheart, author of“Emma: Jane Austen’s Errant Heroine,”
refers to Emma as Harriet’s “protector”(595). This is an interesting word to use, because
it identifies an important distinction between Emma and Isabella. Isabella, while acting to
make it seem that she had Catherine’s desires at heart, really only wanted to use
Catherine to make herself look better. Hence, she was not her “protector.” She certainly
did not protect Catherine from her buffoonish older brother, James Thorpe. Emma,on the
other hand, truly believes that she has Harriet’s best interests at heart, when actually, deep
down she is selfish in her guidance as well. Her selfishness causes Emma and Harriet’s
relationship to end in a way similar to that of Catherine and Isabella. The difference, of
course, is that Emma realizes the error of her ways, while Austen never shows Isabella as
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being at all remorseful for the way that she treated Catherine; perhaps Isabella is not even
capable of remorse.
While, as we know, Mr. Knightley supplies Emma with an intellectual outlet and
provides guidance and instruction for her, Emma seems to need someone to whom she
can be a guiding light as well. When Harriet Smith comes into the picture, it is clear that
Emma,like Isabella Thorpe, wants someone to teach, who will then rely on her. Emma is
a spoiled young woman without much to keep her busy. She needs a purpose, so she uses
her social class to “help” others; that in turn allows her to lord her superiority over people
like Harriet. Emma views her relationship with Harriet as a sort of game:
She would notice her; she would improve her; she would detach her from her bad
acquaintance, and introduce her into good society; she would form her opinions
and her manners. It would be interesting, and certainly a very kind
undertaking; highly becoming her own situation in life, her leisure, and powers.
{Emma 24)
The first strikingly significant word in this passage is “notice.” The implication here is
that Emma’s noticing Harriet will do the young woman some sort offavor. The phrasing
paints an unattractive picture of Emma,and it gives us some insight into the inflated
dimensions of her vanity. However, as Austen would not want the reader to completely
dislike her heroine, part of what we see in this passage encourages us to believe that
Emma will be doing Harriet some good, whatever her true motive. After all, being
“introduced into good society” could not be detrimental. Nevertheless, we cannot ignore
that soon after this point, we see that Emma thinks reforming Harriet “would be
interesting.” Just as the actual relationship between the two young women seems good in
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some ways but is ultimately wrong for both parties, so is this passage’s description of
Emma’s intentions. Harriet becomes a project for Emma,and Emma becomes more
excited about the possibility of what could become of Harriet than about actually helping
her. Ruth Perry takes us inside the psyche of Emma and her romantic notions about
Harriet’s prospects:
Emma imagines that Harriet, with her blond beauty and a sweet temper, might
aspire - like the heroine of some sentimental novel-to a match far above her
station. As Austen has taken care to point out in the case of Mr. Weston, a man
of financial independence may choose an amiable woman without money or
connections.(187)
It is important to note that Emma’s mistake lies in comparing the orphaned and
seemingly empty-headed Harriet with the highly personable and intelligent Miss Taylor.
While Mrs. Weston comes from a humble background, it is never said that she does not
know who her family is, knowledge that Harriet does not have. Perry’s explanation
conveys the sense that Emma does not totally view Harriet as a real person. Emma
focuses so much on what Harriet could be that she fails to examine who she actually is. If
we attempt to discover who Harriet is, we find that Austen does not give us much to work
with. She is meant to be a somewhat one-dimensional character for the majority of the
novel, because we are seeing her through Emma’s self-absorbed eyes once she is under
Emma’s influence. It is rare to see Harriet pursue and speak ideas of her own. One of the
first times she tries to be happy about something - namely Robert Martin’s marriage
proposal - Emma stifles her excitement and silences her judgment:
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Ought to refuse him! My dear Harriet, what do you mean? Are you in any doubt
as to that? I thought - but 1 beg your pardon, perhaps I have been under a mistake.
I certainly have been misunderstanding you, if you feel in doubt as to iht purport
of your answer. I had imagined you were consulting me only as to the wording of
it.(51)
Emma’s snobbish and manipulative words are hurtful to Harriet. Obviously, Emma
knows that Harriet was ‘in doubt as to the purport” of her answer. Emma can only see
what she herself would want, however, and does not view the proposal from Harriet’s
perspective.
Harriet goes through a transformation in Emma. She begins the novel as a simple
presence, but she is not stupid. She knows where she belongs in society, and she is fine
with that, until Emma changes her. Near the beginning of their friendship, Harriet is more
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than happy to gush about Mrs. Martin’s lovely home, because it has “two parlours,
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upper maid,” and “a little Welch cow”(Emma 27). Harriet is innocent and still very
appreciative of homes and situations in life that Emma frankly considers lowly and
beneath her. Once Harriet accepts Emma’s fiiendship and attention, she transforms into
someone who needs Emma’s guidance, the same guidance that she was first getting along
fine without. After telling the story of an encounter with Mr. Martin’s sister, Harriet
exclaims,“Oh! Miss Woodhouse, do talk to me and make me comfortable again”(168).
At this point she has become dependant on Emma,and she later becomes a version of
Emma,claiming snobbishly,“1 hope I know better now,than to care for Mr. Martin”
(385). After learning of Emma’s affection for Mr. Knightley, however, Harriet eventually
finds her way out from under Emma’s undue influence. Harriet’s moment of deliverance
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from Emma’s ‘‘guidance” comes when she does not consult Emma before she makes the
decision to accept Mr. Martin’s proposal of marriage. Emma is shocked that Harriet has
acted in such haste after being in love with Mr. Elton and Mr. Knightley, but she looks at
the situation in an amused manner;“She must laugh at such a close! Such an end of the
doleful disappointment offive weeks back! Such a heart-such a Harriet!”(445).
Harriet’s decision to marry Robert lets Emma off the hook. She now has the luxury of
being amused at Harriet instead of being worried about how she would break the news of
her engagement to Mr. Knightley. It seems as if Emma forgets the gravity ofthe mistakes
she has made with Harriet.
While Emma and Harriet are not as outspoken about being “sisters” as Catherine
and Isabella are, the closeness that they share and the relationship they have is
reminiscent of a sisterly bond. They spend large parts of their days together, and Emma
acts as a guiding older sister to Harriet. Emma,though misguidedly so, has Harriet’s best
interests at heart - for a time. Eventually, Emma’s guidance of Harriet is muddled by her
own interests; for example, Austen writes,“a Harriet Smith, one whom she could
summon at any time to a walk, would be a valuable addition to her privileges”(26). For
this reason their transformation from friends to sisters fails. Once Emma decides that she
wants to marry Mr. Knightley, Harriet loses importance in Miss Woodhouse’s life.
Instead of finding a way to remain close and to adapt their relationship, Emma lets it
dwindle away, and they fail as sisters. Just like Catherine and Isabella, they do not have
the biological bond and life of experience to bind them together through life’s
tribulations. In both cases, however, it is important to recognize that their relationships
cannot work, so it is better that they fail and fizzle out than end up in a hurtful place:
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Harriet, necessarily drawn away by her engagements with the Martins, was less
and less at Hartfield; which was not to be regretted.- The intimacy between her
and Emma must sink; their friendship must change into a calmer sort of
goodwill; and, fortunately, what ought to be, and must be, seemed already
beginning, and in the most gradual, natural manner.(451)
Rather than a hurtful split, Emma and Harriet seem to accept that they have to fall back
into their appropriate ranks in society. There was no dishonesty in their friendship, as
there was with Isabella and Catherine, but there was a discrepancy in social status.
Without more definite knowledge of her parents, Harriet could not rightfully claim a
place in Emma’s social circle. Emma’s attempt to change the social order ultimately
causes all of the problems in Harriet’s life. Harriet’s escape from Emma’s influence
forces her to be happy on her own.
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CHAPTER III: Fraternal Love

The relationship of Fanny and William Price in Mansfield Park serves, much as
the Bennet sisters and the Dashwood sisters served to the pseudo-sisters, as a model of
excellence for Chapter IV’s characters who attempt to achieve a true brother-sister
relationship. Fanny and William’s close sibling relationship allows them become best
friends, and their love for one another is envied by other characters in Mansfield Park.

Fanny and William
Fraternal relationships in Austen’s novels are very important. In fact, Ruth Perry,
author of Novel Relations, makes the claim that “One of the main requisites of an
eighteenth-century fictional hero was that he be a good brother: attentive, generous,
protective, wise”(143). While William Price would not be considered the hero of
Mansfield Park, he certainly fits these characteristics denoted by Perry - making him an
essential character who portrays Austen’s views on brothers. Fanny and William’s
relationship, although not the central focus of the novel, is arguably the strongest brothersister bond that Austen creates. Perry goes on to say that “Jane Austen’s most backward
looking novel, Mansfield Park, privileges the brother-sister tie above all others. Fanny
Price, that most old-fashioned of heroines, adores her brother William, and enjoys her
greatest happiness in ‘unchecked, equal, fearless intercourse’ with him”(146).
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Why are the Price siblings so close? They were apart for eight years, but still
when they resumed their relationship, it was as if Fanny had never left. Like Jane and
Elizabeth Bennet, the two become confidantes for one another in their childhood;
however, whereas Jane and Elizabeth grow and remain close through proximity, Fanny
and William do the same through absence:
Fraternal love, sometimes almost everything, is at others worse than nothing.
But with William and Fanny Price, it was still a sentiment in all its prime
and freshness, wounded by no opposition of interest, cooled by no separate
attachment, and feeling the influence of time and absence only in its increase.
(MP. 217)
This being understood, theirs could be a case of absence making the heart grow fonder.
That is not to say that they would not have been close if they had continued to live
together throughout adolescence, but that their relationship certainly turns into somewhat
of a novelty over the years of being apart. Also contributing to their relationship’s value
is the fact that William has the characteristics listed earlier. In addition,“In eighteenth
century society,[good] brothers were expected to protect their sisters”(Perry 153). I
would therefore like to make the claim that the Price siblings’ relationship is so
successful thanks to their mutual obligation(much like the sisterly relationships we have
previously looked at) and ironically to their absence from one another.
Fanny needs a brotherly protector, which William is, but he does not act as one in
an overbearing way, as we can tell from her “unchecked, equal, fearless intercourse” with
him. Celia A. Easton, author of“The Sibling Ideal in Jane Austen’s Novels: When Near
Incest Really is Best,” relates that “Fanny and William Price’s relationship is unironically
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close. It differs from other close sibling relationships, like Darcy and Georgiana’s,
because they are near equals, not mentor and mentee”(3). More than just a protective
brother, William is Fanny’s friend. The fact that the two are friends first and siblings
second is essential in understanding the closeness of their relationship. William does have
his moments of protecting his sister, though, as it is his duty if he is to be a proper
brother. When Fanny returns to her parents’ home for a visit, William “more than once
tried to make his father think of Fanny, and her long absence and long journey”(353). He
understands Fanny’s trepidation at not having her father’s attention or approval after such
an extended absence, and he wants to make sure that she gets the notice that she deserves.
As a child, Fanny needs this attention more than ever. Taking on that protective
role that would normally be played by William, Edmund recognizes her need, he could
perceive her to be farther entitled to attention, by great sensibility of her situation, and
great timidity” {M.P. 17). Fanny’s “siUiation” is that she has no one to guide and direct
her. William’s love for her, while strong, cannot possibly protect her from all the evils of
Mrs. Norris and the Bertram sisters. Fanny and William’s relationship is the type of bond
that Fanny and Edmund will strive for, but it will morph into something more, thus
making it an unsuccessful sibling relationship — but more on that later. The observation
made here is noteworthy, however, because it helps to explain why Fanny and William
are so close. With Edmund taking over the obligatory brotherly duties, Fanny and
William are free to focus on their fnendship.
As far as face-to-face interaction goes, Fanny and William do not have very
much. What they do have is more abstract, and it comes largely through letter-writing.
The excitement and novelty of letter-writing are very important components in the
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strength of Fanny and William’s relationship. Letter-writing in Austen’s novels is just as
important as, if not more important, than actual face-to-face interaction. Confessions of
love, apologies, and notifications of death and illness are just a few of the serious topics
of Jane Austen’s characters’ correspondences. To explain the importance of letter
writing, David Barton and Nigel Hall suggest in their book,Letter Writing as a Social
Practice, that “letters are a common form of text, letter writing is one ofthe most
pervasive literate activities in human societies— More broadly, the importance of letter
writing can be seen in that the phenomenon has been widespread historically, being one
of the earliest forms of writing...”(1). The frequent appearance of written
correspondence in Austen’s novels is no coincidence, for, as I related in the introduction,
Austen greatly valued this type of communication with her sister. The frequent inclusion
of this activity is indicative of how important letter-writing was historically in the
eighteenth- and nineteenth-centuries. The postal system was budding, and men and
women who lived apart from their loved ones could communicate with them more easily
than ever.
This exciting world opens up to Fanny when her cousin Edmund helps furnish her
with writing materials, a gift which consequently marks the beginning of Edmund’s
surrogate brotherhood to Fanny. What is important for now is that writing letters to
William becomes necessary for Fanny. It is a freedom; she can write whenever she likes.
Writing is her only connection to home and William, and it is the only way, without
conversing with Edmund, that she is truly comfortable expressing herself
The importance of this practice to Fanny becomes evident after a speech given by
Mary Crawford about her brother:
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What strange creatures brothers are! You would not write to each other but upon
the most urgent necessity in the world; and when obliged to take up the pen to say
that... such a relation dead, it is done in the fewest possible words. You have but
one style among you.... “Dear Mary, I am just arrived. Bath seems full, and every
thing as usual. Your’s sincerely.” That is the true manly style; that is a complete
brother’s letter.(MP. 56-57)
Fanny finds this attack on brothers to be highly offensive. We know this because Fanny,
who almost never speaks her mind to anyone other than her brother figures, replies with
passion: “‘When they are at a distance from all their family,’ said Fanny, colouring for
William’s sake, ‘they can write long letters’”(57). The fact that she felt strongly enough
to make a rebuttal to Mary’s argument speaks volumes ofthe importance of writing
letters not only to Fanny, but also to Austen, as can be understood fi-om the quantity of
postal correspondence with her sister.
Easton writes the truth in stating that “Fanny and William’s love has been called
‘the standard against which all other’ love relationships in Mansfield Park are measured
(3). This statement is important because it indicates that their relationship is notjust
something that they enjoy; it greatly influences the people around them. Upon seeing the
love that Fanny and William share, Henry Crawford is truly smitten. Austen writes that
Henry thinks,“She had feeling, genuine feeling. It would be something to be loved by
such a girl... {M.P. 218). Knowing of her love for her brother, Henry tries to win her
affections by having William made a lieutenant(277). Henry’s actions support Austen’s
holding fraternal relationships very highly. We know that Austen had considerably good
relationships with her brothers; consequently, she knew that the way to a woman’s heart
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is through her brother, especially in Fanny Price’s case. In support of this idea, Easton
explains,“William is the lever Henry Crawford knows he can pull to win Fanny’s
gratitude, if not her heart, and Fanny nearly absolves Crawford of his misdeeds”(3). This
statement brings to light a disadvantage of Fanny and William’s closeness. Had Fanny
and William not had such an intimate friendship, Henry’s advancing William’s career
would not have been so appealing to Fanny. Luckily, though, Fanny ultimately does not
take Henry’s bait - so Fanny and William’s relationship is saved from being the catalyst
of a huge misfortune. Their relationship is still regarded as a success and a model for
other Austen characters.
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CHAPTER IV: Emotional Incest

In an attempt to obtain the type of sibling relationship that we

saw with Fanny and

William, the next two sets of pseudo-siblings commit a sort of emotional incest. Since
they are obviously not actual siblings, they permit romantic feelings to change the course
of their relationships. Instead of becoming model brothers and sisters, they develop
hybrid relationships and become husband and wife, while still keeping some of their
sibling-like habits.

Fanny and Edmund
Until the last chapter of Mansfield Park, Fanny Price and Edmund Bertram are the
perfect example of cousins who are as close as siblings. Interestingly enough, that last
chapter completely changes the whole dynamic of what their relationship has been.
During this time period it was completely acceptable for first cousins to marry, but it is
not on Fanny and Edmund’s blood relationship that 1 would like to focus; rather it is on
their emotional bond. Their emotional bond as brother and sister causes their marriage to
become incestuous in nahtre. To explain the nineteenth-century sibling dynamic, Johanna
M. Smith, author of
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My Only Sister Now’: Incest in MansfieldParkfi writes:

In the nineteenth century a creed of home and family fostered the exaltation of
sister-brother love which ultimately bound siblings within the family...Asa
result of this creed, sister-brother love became a privileged affection: because it
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centered in the home, and because it disentangled love from sexuality, the sexual
“dangers" and “temptations" of non-familial strangers.(1-2)
The safety offered in this creed allows Fanny and Edmund to elevate their relationship to
an incestuous level. Some scholars believe that Fanny and Edmund’s relationship is in
fact not incestuous. Mary Jean Corbett, author ofFamily Likeness: Sex, Marriage, and
Incest from Jane Austen to Virginia Woolf, argues that “from an aristocratic standpoint,”
their marriage is no more incestuous than “Elinor’s marriage to Edward or Emma’s union
with Knightley"(40). While 1 agree that Fanny and Edmund’s marriage is not historically
improper - on the contrary it helps to keep the Bertram family unified and thus stronger1 disagree with Corbett and maintain that the marriage is incestuous not from a technical
standpoint, but from an emotional one. It does not seem to be a completely relevant point
that their marriage is “socially acceptable." Something’s simply being legal does not
make it moral or right. Their comfort with their relationship as pseudo-siblings is the
catalyst that induces Fanny and Edmund to blur the lines between romantic love and
sibling love, and therefore to create what Smith calls their marriage,“a dismal failure"
(1). Ironically enough, their relationship as pseudo-siblings was supposed to keep them
from romance, as Mrs. Norris predicts: “breed her up with them from this time, and
suppose her even to have the beauty of an angel, and she will never be more to either [of
the Bertram brothers] than a sister”(M.P. 8). Their proximity instead allows them to
create a highly intimate bond in the safety of their shared home, a bond that culminates in
romantic love. 1 would like to explore the notion that the cousins’ relationship passes
through three stages: from mentor/mentee emerges their bond as brother and sister; as
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brother and sister, they become equals; then, this closeness and equality lead to an
emotionally incestuous romantic love as husband and wife.
From the beginning, Fanny and Edmund need one another. Although Edmund has
two sisters, Maria and Julia, they are spoiled and do not so much want or need his
guidance. Valerie Sanders, author of The Brother-Sister Culture in Nineteenth-Century
Literature, relates, “Edmund... seems emotionally detached from his two sisters, Maria
and Julia, whose moral guardian he tries, but fails to be”(84). Edmund needs someone to
protect; more specifically, he needs someone to mold after his image, as he is the outcast
of the family, more concerned with honesty and purity than fiivolous manners like wealth
and flirting. Fanny, on the other hand, needs someone to protect her. She is in a new
world, and she is away from her best fhend and brother, William, for the first time. Her
nature being “exceedingly timid and shy” {M.P. 13), being thrust into this home that so
drastically differs from that to which she is accustomed upsets her. As mentioned in the
previous chapter on Fanny and William’s relationship, William is Fanny’s best fi*iend.
Now that she is away from him,she needs someone to fill the role of older brother and
protector. Edmund has a loving and caring nature; he is to be a pastor, after all. In a way,
Fanny becomes his first “church member”: he leads her and teaches her. In that regard, it
seems that Fanny and Edmund approach their relationship in different ways. Edmund,
having two biological sisters in his home but not having any effective emotional
connection with them, does not realize the perfect wife he has created for himself in
Fanny, for he sees her as a mentee and sister for the majority of Mansfield Park. Celia A.
Easton, author of“The Sibling Ideal in Jane Austen’s Novels: When Near Incest Really is
Best,” is also of this persuasion, as she labels Edmund “oblivious” to a possible romance
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between him and Fanny (3). Fanny, on the other hand, has such a strong attachment to
her biological brother that “seeing Edmund as a brotherly cousin is the very basis for her
choosing him as her only imaginable husband”(Corbett 51). As Valerie Sanders points
out, it was common in this time period for a sister to grow lonesome and feel
“abandonment as her brother progressed to other relationships”(17); that does in fact
happen when Edmund chases after Mary Crawford. Fanny only really knows brotherly
love. She does not quite understand romantic love, as the thought of marrying Henry
Crawford completely revolts her. It is as if she sees marriage outside of the family as
unacceptable. This attitude is not totally far-fetched, for families in the nineteenth century
liked to keep marriages in the family in order to maintain wealth and purity for their
surname, as Smith points out that Fanny and Edmunds’s “marriage is emblematic of[a]
paralyzed retreat within the family, and proleptic ofthe nineteenth-century inescapable
family” (2).
Fanny and Edmund become close because he shapes her mind, but they also
become close as a consequence of their proximity to one another. As Susan Allen Ford,
author of

Exactly what a brother should be’? The Failures of Brotherly Love,”

explains,“By virtue of Edmund’s presence in Fanny’s daily life, he becomes even more
important than William”(111). Not surprisingly, then, as a result of his being a part of
Fanny’s daily life, he becomes her mentor and brother.
Edmund begins his role as Fanny’s mentor almost immediately after her arrival at
Mansfield Park. Fanny is not well learned, at least according to the Bertrams’ standards;
Austen tells us that she “could read, work, and write, but she had been taught nothing
more {M.P. 18). Because Edmund is a nurturing individual, even as a boy, he shows
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Fanny how much he cares for her by teaching her. This role he takes on will cause him to
fall into the category that Eleanor Wikborg labels the “teacher-lover” in her study The
Lover as Father Figure in Eighteenth-Century Women’s Fiction (72). Edmund’s
language toward Fanny further gives his character the air of a teacher, especially, for
example, when he calls Fanny “a very good girl” {M.P. 16). He supplies wnting materials
for her, as a teacher would do; and he takes upon himself the responsibility of ensuring
that her letters to William are mailed. The peak of his role as Fanny’s teacher comes at
the end of Chapter II:
[Edmund’s] attentions were of the highest importance in assisting the
improvement of[Fanny’s] mind, and extending its pleasures. . . he recommended
the books which charmed her leisure hours, he encouraged her taste, and corrected
her judgment; he made reading useful by talking to her of what she read, and
heightened its attraction by judicious praise.(22)
Peppered throughout the above passage are specific words that suggest Edmund’s role as
a mentor and teacher. Simply put, he tells her what books she should read, corrects her
when she is wrong, and praises her when she is right. It almost seems as if he is
controlling Fanny, though not in a violent way. Instead, he is creating a female replica of
himself, an initiative which is later supported by Austen’s claim that “her mind [was to]
so great a degree formed by his care” {M.P. 436). This statement is interesting because
Edmund, as Fanny’s teacher, shapes and forms her thoughts and taste. However, he is the
one who strays from his own teachings, and she has to bring him back to his senses.
We are given the hint that Edmund will do something of which Fanny
disapproves during the group’s visit to Sotherton. Heretofore, all of their opinions have
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coincided, but now, upon their entering the chapel of Sotherton, Fanny confides,“I am
disappointed, cousin... This is not my idea of a chapel”{M.P. 80). Edmimd,on the other
hand, disagrees:‘‘You forget, Fanny, how lately all this has been built, and for how
confined a purpose, compared with the old chapels of castles and monasteries”(81).
Later on we will see that Fanny experiences similar dissatisfaction in Edmund’s changed
character. At this point he is still correcting her, but she begins to show signs of her
individuality when, after being corrected, she is still “disappointed”(81).
Edmund fails in his role as mentor to Fanny when he allows peer pressure to get
the best of him. Fanny wants nothing to do with the young people’s play, and after much
pressure to join them, Fanny, in desperation, looks to Edmund for help. He is, however,
“unwilling to exasperate his brother by interference,[and gives] her only an encouraging
smile” {M.P. 136). The turning point that transforms them into a true brother and sister
pair comes a few pages later. Edmund “wants [Fanny’s] opinion,” which is obviously not
something he has requested much in the past, for she replies with shock. My opinion!
(142). Once she gives her opinion, their relationship is changed.
Since Edmund has formed her in the way that he wants, they can now reach a new
dynamic in which she is allowed to correct him. This new dynamic is that of brother and
sister. Fanny disapproves of his acting, and after a bout of Edmund’s over-compensating
for his decision to act, Fanny retorts, “I am sorry for Miss Crawford; but I am more sorry
to see you drawn in to do what you had resolved against”{M.P. 143). Not only does
Edmund insist that it is permissible for him to act; he joins the others in their attempt to
persuade Fanny to do so as well (159). Edmund is allowing himself to be changed by
Mary Crawford, and it is up to Fanny to remain strong through his weakness - she must
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retain what he has taught her, regardless of his actions,just as church members must
follow what their pastor has taught them, regardless of his actions.
In Novel Relations: The Transformation ofKinship in English Literature and
Culture, Ruth Perry makes something of an understatement in claiming that Edmund “has
the feel of a brother”(146). In fact, he has almost all of the characteristics of a brother.
He protects Fanny, looks out for her best interests, and concerns himself with her needs
and wishes. They both participate in their roles as de facto siblings very well, as Sanders
explains:
Sisters were expected to offer a calming influence and stabilizing advice,
while brothers provided practical assistance and access to intellectual
stimulus which might otherwise be difficult for sisters to find on their own or
through their governesses.(16)
Edmund is an intellectual beacon for Fanny, and she, although reluctantly, gives him
advice. In their pseudo-sibling relationship, they strive for something near the end of the
novel that became common among actual siblings a little later in the nineteenth-century.
Sanders explains,“For many Victorians, a sibling of the opposite sex acted as a platonic
marriage partner.” They attempt to “combine the best of childhood with the best of
adulthood: emotional security with freedom and independence”(31). Edmund and Fanny
come to see one another as brother and sister; actually, Edmund refers to Fanny as his
sister only twenty-three pages before he decides to marry her. But they fail as brother and
sister, for their entire relationship actually evolves into something different.
Although apparently the perfect brother for a time, Edmund has some flaws, and
these flaws, not his perfections, actually lead to his romance with Fanny. First, he is led
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astray by the worldly Mary Crawford. Then, along with this offense, he fails in his role as
Fanny’s protector. As Sanders explains,“Brothers in eighteenth-century fiction,
especially if there were no father, were expected to protect their sisters’ chastity”(153).
Indeed, Edmund fails this standard in two ways: He attempts to persuade Fanny to marry
Henry Crawford, telling her to “let him succeed at last”(MP. 322). And later, of course,
he marries Fanny himself. The latter marks his ultimate failure at being a brother figme to
Fanny. He confuses his regard for her similarity to him with romantic love. Or as Smith
puts it, “Wlien he marries Fanny, Edmund narcissistically ratifies this reflection of
himself’(3).
While not improper, the marriage between Edmund and Fanny thus takes on the
appearance of incest. Edmund’s thoughts are clearly confused when he wishes “to
persuade her that her warm and sisterly regard for him would be foundation enough for
wedded love”(MP. 436). With a statement like this, Sanders claims,“the novel has
touched as closely as it can on the possibility of all kinds ofimproper relationships:...
mingling of sister and wife is being recommended as a happy ending”(86).
Edmund and Fanny strive to have what Fanny and William have — a close relationship as
siblings and friends. However, this relationship, since they are not actually brother and
sister, leads them into a treacherous sort ofromance - emotional incest. Nevertheless,
Austen scrupulously avoids the radical implications of that romance. While Fanny and
Edmund fail as brother and sister, their evolution into husband and wife promises to be a
successful union. In writing this novel, Austen acts as sort of a God-like figure: Fanny
and Edmund think they want a brother-sister relationship, but she knows what they are
destined for, and leads them to that through stages offamiliarity.
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Emma and Knightlev
The relationship between Emma Woodhouse and her brother-in-law, Mr.
Kjiightley, is a very complex and constantly changing one. Readers would probably not
expect the two to be destined for marriage after reading that “Mr. Knightley... was one of
the few people who could see faults in Emma Woodhouse, and the only one who ever
told her of them”{Emma 12). Their complex relationship deserves a closer look,
however, because it has incestuous implications. From the previous quotation we can
infer that Knightley fulfills the role of a father-figure to Emma that her actual father falls
short of. Additionally, the two of them seem to have a relationship in which they are
comfortable joking and teasing one another, like a brother and sister pair, as is evident in
Emma’s statement: “Mr. Knightley loves to find fault with me you know -in a joke- it
is all a joke”(12). Throughout the novel, Emma and Knightley’s dynamic alternates
between that of his being a father figure and that of their being brother and sister. Much
like Fanny and Edmund, they strive to have a close brother and sister friendship, but they
fail to reach and maintain that bond because they cannot succeed in masking their true,
romantic feelings for one another. Austen designates their relationship for a more
intimate bond, which, through trial and error, they must learn is more suitable for them.
Emma’s sister, married to Mr. Knightley’s younger brother, only lives “sixteen
miles off,” but is still “beyond her daily reach”{Emma 9). Thus, Emma and Knightley are
both missing a sibling, and by supporting one another as they do, they virtually become
new siblings to one another. Mr. Knightley truly is a part of the Woodhouse family: “He
lived about a mile from Highbury, was a frequent visitor and always welcome”(11).
Since he has known Emma throughout her childhood, the two ofthem naturally have
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become good friends. Emma’s father, Mr. Woodhouse,is an old hypochondriac who does
not leave home often. Austen writes,“She dearly loved her father, but he was no
m
companion for her” (8). Mr. Woodhouse, though loved and respected by everyone
Hartfield, is a difficult man: “His spirits required support. He was a nervous man,easily
depressed; fond of every body that he was used to, and hating to part with them; hating
change of every kind”(9). Emma respects her father, but he does not do much in the way
of parenting, for he spoils Emma and depends on her to coordinate his affairs. Sometimes
Emma has to be a sort of parent to her father; for example, amid his complaints about
,“How
“poor Miss Taylor” leaving Hartfield, Emma attempts to console him by saying
often we shall be going to see them and they coming to see us!- We shall be always
meeting!”(10). This is where Knightley comes in. Knightley looks out for Emma,and he
acts as a stabilizer for her childish and spoiled personality. It is not at all clear from the
beginning of the novel that the two will end up together, for Knightley is sixteen y
Emma’s senior, and Emma herself claims that she has “very little intention of eve
marrying at all”(82). As with Fanny and Edmund’s relationship, Emma and Knightley s
romantic feelings for one another are hidden by the platonic and fraternal bond that they
share for most of the novel. Michael Kramp, author ofDisciplining Love. Austen a
Modern Man^ notes that Although Knightley earlier informed Mrs. Weston that he
‘[loves] to look at [Emma],’ his persistent observation ofthe heroine resembles a close
surveillance rather than an admiration of her physical appearance”(119). Knightley s
close surveillance provides both fraternal protection and the fatherly discipline Emma
otherwise lacks.
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As in the relationship of Fanny and Edmund, Knightley assumes the role of
brother to Emma, both literally and emotionally. By marriage, he is now her brother-inlaw, but he goes beyond the title to be someone with whom Emma has a real sibling
connection. Confirming his fraternal connection to Emma,Mr. Knightley confides to
Mrs. Weston that, “Isabella [his brother’s wife] does not seem more [his] sister” than
Emma {Emma 39). Although he has a closer familial bond with Isabella, he views Emma
as a more prominent sister figure in his life. Proximity to Emma allows Knightley to
develop a closer relationship with her than with Isabella. Just as importantly, Emma and
Knightley share the type of bond that has been previously discussed in regards to
Austen’s other sibling relationships - they give advice to one another and are allowed to
disagree. We see this dynamic in successful sibling relationships like Jane and Elizabeth
Bennet’s, the difference being that Jane and Elizabeth never really get angry or become
vexed with one another. The fact that Emma and Knightley can so candidly disagree is
vital to their success as brother and sister for the greater part ofthe novel, but this
comfort and openness that they share with one another will eventually morph into
romantic love, thus causing their feigned sibling-ship to be unsuccessful.
The first significant case of their disagreement occurs soon after Knightley learns
that Emma’s manipulation of Harriet Smith and her snobbish disdain for Robert Martin
have persuaded Harriet to refuse Martin’s proposal of marriage. Knightley is shocked and
scolds Emma that she “ha[s] been no friend to Harriet Smith”{Emma 61). Comfortable
enough to tell Emma how he feels, Knightley admits that he does not even think that
Emma and Harriet should be friends (62). Although Emma “had a sort of habitual respect
for his judgment in general, which made her dislike having it so loudly against her”(64),
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she does not cede her opinion. This implication distinguishes this situation as a brothersister spat rather than a father-daughter lecture. It would not have been an acceptable
practice for Emma to argue with her father, and we will later see Emma not argue with
Knightley’s disagreement in a conversation in which he plays the role offather.
After being “much displeased” with Emma(67), and keeping his distance from
Hartfield for a while, when Mr. Knightley’s brother and family are due to come for a
visit, Emma “hoped they might now become friends again”(94). This remark by Austen
is important because it shows the current level ofEmma and Kmghtley’s relationship.
Even ICnightley is showing a bit of immaturity by not speaking to Emma- something a
father figure would not be expected to do. At this point, they are a textbook brother and
sister pair. They had an argument, and now neither one wants to stand down: “Making-up
indeed would not do. She certainly had not been in the wrong, and he would never own
that he had. Concession must be out of the question; but it was time to appear to forget
that they had ever quarrelled”(94). That is exactly what they do. For now, Knightley is
willing to overlook Emma’s wrongdoings, and Emma is not concerned with correcting
herself for him. As brothers and sisters often do, they agree to disagree; that is, until
Knightley sees fit to exert his fatherly influence over her.
Though they occur rather frequently, there is one especially significant episode in
which “the much older Knightley finds himself in the role of admonisher ofEmma s
behavior,” as Eugene Goodheart puts it in his article,“Emma: Jane Austen’s Errant
Heroine”(603). It occurs after the picnic that everyone attends at Box Hill. Emma makes
a rude comment about the never-quiet Miss Bates; she pointedly and sarcastically warns
the older woman that she is allowed to say no more than three dull things in their game.
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In a very telling moment following Emma’s comment. Miss Bates, in her attempt to hide
her embarrassment at the sting of the insult, “tum[s] to Mr. Knightley”{Emma 347). This
gesture is important because it lets Knightley know that Miss Bates does in fact
understand Emma’s cruel joke (although Emma insists that she probably did not) and is
perhaps looking to him for comfort and justice, for everyone knows that he has influence
with Emma. Knightley takes Miss Bates’ hint, and he later puts Emma in her place.
Knightley scolds Emma,“I cannot see you acting wrong, without a remonstrance”(351).
With this comment Austen reinforces the idea that Knightley feels an actual duty to keep
Emma on the right track. This concern could be due to his patriarchal tendency to
intervene in her life, or it could also be that he has seriously begun to consider her as a
potential wife but must make sure that her childish ways are corrected before he takes
that step. Emma’s current behavior “is very far from pleasant to [Knightley],” but he
reveals his hope that “[Emma] will some time or other do [him] greater justice than [she]
can do now”(352). This moment of truth commanded by Knightley sets the tone for the
remainder of their relationship. It makes Emma finally realize that she is profoundly
immature, and she begins to see the error of her ways:
The truth of his representation there was no denying. She felt it at her heart. How
could she have been so brutal, so cruel to Miss Bates!- How could she have
exposed herself to such ill opinion in any one she valued!... Emma felt the tears
running down her cheeks almost all the way home.(352)
This is the only time in the novel that we see Emma crying. The somewhat out-of
character emotion portrayed in this passage shows how significant of a turning point this
is for Emma. Much as Marianne’s long explanation of her childishness serves as her
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moment of maturation, these thoughts portrayed by Austen show the transformation of
Emma from someone whom Knightley loves as a daughter and sister to someone he
could love as a wife.
An interesting parallel can be drawn between the father/daughter dynamic of
Emma and Knightley’s relationship and the mother/daughter dynamic ofElinor and
Marianne’s relationship. Both dynamics are beneficial in correcting the behavior ofthe
younger party, but instead of causing Emma and Knightley to be a better sibling pair, as
happens with Elinor and Marianne, the dynamic strangely leads to their romance.
Perhaps, however, the change that begins to take place after the scene at Box Hill
is not altogether unexpected. Commenting on eighteenth-century women s fiction,
Eleanor Wikborg explains that it is common that a “powerful man... for various reasons
occupies a father’s place in relation to the heroine and from that position gradually takes
on the role of her lover” (2). This observation certainly applies back to Edmund’s
position as mentor over Fanny, and its ultimate role in leading her to fall in love with
him. In Emma^ the heroine’s self-discovery marks the breaking point of Knightley and
Emma’s relationship as brother and sister. They have gone beyond sibling-ship, and they
prove what they have hinted at before; namely, contrary to what Knightley implies early
on in the novel, that they are not much in the way of being siblings. At the ball at the
Crown, Knightley asks Emma to dance, and she answers,“Indeed I will... we are not
really so much brother and sister as to make it at all improper.” To this remark he replies,
“Brother and sister! no, indeed”(310). This interaction shows simultaneously that they
both feel with one another a sibling connection, and that they both are inclined to deny it.
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Knightley combines both sides of his feelings into one statement when he accuses
Emma of being “a pretty young woman and a spoiled child”{Emma 95). It seems
throughout the novel that he almost knows he should not be with her, but he cannot help
his attraction to her, for he has “been in love with [her] ever since [she] was thirteen at
least” (432). Though not a blood relative, Knightley has been involved in so much of
Emma’s upbringing that he almost could have been. Adding to the sort ofincestuous
weirdness of their relationship, Emma exclaims,“I can never call you anything but Mr.
Knightley’ ”(433). That is, he will always seem to be a sort offather figure to her. And
literally, perhaps he will be, as he plans to move into Hartfield with Emma and Mr.
Woodhouse (437). Their feigned sibling-ship fails, because instead of achieving and
maintaining a brother-sister or father-daughter status, Emma and Knightley, in their
confusion about what their relationship is meant to be, end up involved in a kind of
emotional incest. Once again Austen rescues her characters from a morally disastrous
bond. Their relationship, like Fanny and Edmund’s, evolves into something different
from what they expected, something much healthier and presumably beneficial to both.
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Conclusion
Although there are many other sibling pairs in Austen’s six major novels that
could be examined, the pairs I covered in this thesis offer a good sample of the different
levels of sibling and pseudo-sibling relationships in her works. What is a common factor
and an important factor in the success or failure of these relationships is change. In
Mansfield Park, Austen gives Fanny a thought that makes clear how Austen felt about
developing her characters and their relationships with one another: How wonderful, how
very wonderful the operations of time, and the changes of the human mind! (193).
Austen’s main characters never remain stagnant in their ways, and that is why they
develop complex relationships that warrant studying. This change, which at some times
may seem disappointing, as in the cases offriends who attempt to develop sisterly
relationships, is actually “wonderful.” To elaborate, if Emma had not decided to marry
Knightley, and if Harriet had not accepted Robert Martin’s proposal, they might well
have been caught in a stagnant mode of keeping up a friendship out of uncomfortable
obligation.
Real sibling relations are very important in Austen’s novels, for the strong ones
provide nearly flawless templates of what brothers and sisters should be to one another. It
is fitting that Austen’s own intimate relationship with her sister Cassandra should be
mirrored more strongly in sister pairs in her novels than in brother-sister pairs. Jane and
Elizabeth are at a nearly perfect state at Pride and Prejudice's beginning. Betrayals by
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others cause them to withdraw even further into one another’s company and confidence;
this confidence only strengthens their sisterhood and fiiendship.
Pseudo-sibling relationships, on the other hand, are not as easily successful. Their
intentions are often good, but for Emma and Harriet or Catherine and Isabella, the
standard set by Jane and Elizabeth creates an insurmountable obstacle for the pseudo
sister pairs. They can be friends, but they do not reach the level ofintimacy that is seen
with the sisters who are friends. Problems tend to arise with pseudo-siblings when they
attempt to be more than just friends or acquaintances.
While the relationships between the Bennet sisters and the Dashwood sisters
successfully display sisters who are also close fnends,fraternal relationships can be
“potentially the most rewarding”(Sanders 85). Austen’s relationships with her brothers
James and Henry provided her with financial assistance and educational guidance. This
fact was not lost on Austen in her writing, for she describes Fanny and William Price as
having the utmost concern and love for one another. Their relationship was rewarding in
that it gave them both a confidence and fnendship to invest in and look forward to. At the
same time, there appears to be more of a “reward” in the pseudo-sibling relationships of
Fanny and Edmund and Emma and Knightley, but the rewards are short-lived. Edmund
becomes Fanny’s emotional and educational mentor, and their closeness as a brothersister pair leads them in the direction of emotional incest. Austen rescues them from this
plight by making their relationship a romantic one that rises above their bond as brother
and sister. Very similar is Emma and Mr. Knightley’s circumstance. Knightley serves as
Emma’s intellectual outlet, while also administering reprimands when she does
something wrong. Their relationship also moves from the sibling dynamic to a romantic
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one. The change enables them to embark upon a relationship that is emotionally fulfilling
and free of the moral-psychological ambiguity inherent in emotional incest. Austen could
describe ideal sibling relationships with enthusiasm and fact, perhaps because she shared
such relationships in her own life. To her credit, she could also recognize when similar
relationships between non-siblings might lead to trouble. In her novels she carefully
steers those relationships in a happier direction. Austen understands how families work,
and this gives her the ability to create complex sibling relationships and fiiendships that
do not always come to the conclusion that her characters think they should.
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